Thirty years ago last month 134 Member States of the World Health Organization gathered in the former Kazakh capital, Alma-Ata, against a backdrop of the Cold War, at an international conference to reach a landmark agreement: to adopt primary health care as the key strategy for achieving 'health for all' by the year 2000. Dr Halfdan Mahler, who was director-general at the time, talks to the Bulletin about why primary health care lost its way and his hopes for its renewal today.
Q: Initially, you didn't think it was a good idea to hold an international conference on primary health care, why was that?
A: My colleagues and I in the Conference Secretariat were convinced we needed more time to prepare background documents, but that was rejected by the Executive Board when it agreed the conference should take place in 1978. In retrospect, it was a good thing that they shot us down in flames. A: I expected it to become the most decisive conference WHO had organized after its foundation [1948] . But the Secretariat was anxious about getting a consensus, which was vital. That did not mean trying to convince our adversaries they were wrong, but trying to unite ourselves with them at a higher level of insight. This was exactly what happened in Alma-Ata. It was almost a spiritual atmosphere, not in the religious sense, but in the sense that people wanted to accomplish something great. There was a lot of fighting during the months of preparation and at the conference itself. But there was an overwhelming feeling that 'we must arrive at a consensus'. It wasn't easy. For example, to include 'family planning' alongside 'maternal and child health care' in the Declaration virtually caused the whole thing to break down. But because of a willingness to make a sacrifice for our shared objectives, we reached a spiritual consensus. It's amazing how much this consensus was criticized afterwards. Each time I asked those critics: "Have you actually read the Alma-Ata declaration and report?" most said: "Who would read such rubbish?" Even among WHO staff, only a few really went to town in reading and re-reading it.
Q: Is there a single moment at the conference that sticks in your mind?
A: There is one moment I shall never forget. At the end of the conference, a young African woman physician in beautiful African garb read out the Declaration of Alma-Ata. Lots of people had tears in their eyes. We never thought we would come that far. That was a sacred moment. • WHO and its partners appealed for US$ 4.2 million to provide health care for many of the 800 000 people -including children and pregnant women -affected by tropical storms in Haiti. On 8 September, WHO and its partners appealed for US$ 9.76 million to respond to the humanitarian crisis following recent conflict and flooding in Pakistan.
• Health ministers from countries of the African meningitis belt, on 4 September, committed themselves to introduce a highly promising candidate meningitis vaccine. The vaccine is designed to prevent periodic epidemics of the deadly disease in these countries.
• WHO's Commission on the Social Determinants of Health presented its findings to the Director-General, Dr Margaret Chan, on 28 August. It will take all the synergies that can hopefully be generated between the vertical and the horizontal. I am very happy that all of this is beginning to happen now. ■
